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L e f t :  V is i t in g  s tu d e n ts  p la y  c ir c le  
g a m e s  a n d  s p in  o n  t h e  m e r r y - g o -  
r o u n d  a t  M a lc o m  # 6 ,  n o w  a  s c h o o l  
m u s e u m  a t  t h e  P o w e s h ie k  C o u n t y  
fa ir g r o u n d s .  M a lc o m  # 6  fu n c t io n e d  as 
a  r u r a l  s c h o o l f r o m  1 8 7 9  t o  1 9 6 5 .
R ig h t  ( t o p ) :  T e a c h e r  C u r t  N ie ls e n  
g iv e s  a  s e n s e  o f  c o u n t r y  s c h o o l  
t e a c h in g  in t h e  L i t t le  R e d  S c h o o l in  
C e d a r  F a lls . W e e k - lo n g  s e s s io n s  a r e  
h e ld  t h e r e  e a c h  s u m m e r ,  a n d  i t  is o p e n  
t o  v is ito r s  M a y  th r o u g h  O c t o b e r  a n d  
f o r  o t h e r  e v e n ts .
R ig h t  ( m id d le ) :  C e d a r  # 7  in  M itc h e l l  
C o u n t y  w a s  r e n o v a te d  in  1 9 9 7  by  
a lu m n i ,  t h e i r  c h i ld r e n ,  a n d  to w n s h ip  
r e s id e n ts ,  a n d  is u s e d  f o r  s p e c ia l  
e v e n ts .
R ig h t  ( b o t t o m ) :  G a r f ie ld  # 4 ,  in  Id a  
C o u n ty ,  is n o w  a  m e e t in g  p la c e  f o r  th e  
lo c a l 4 - H  c lu b .
ABOVE P H O T O  BY GRINNELL HERALD-REGISTER, ALL P H O T O S . S H S l (D E S  M OIN ES): ISEA COLLECTION
R e-using Rural Schools
Over the last century and a half, 
Iowa's one-room rural schools often 
functioned as more than a daytime 
center of learning for children. In the 
19th century, singing societies and 
evening penmanship classes used the 
buildings. In the 20th century, schools 
continued to double as township and 
community centers, where rural resi­
dents gathered to cast ballots, discuss 
issues, eat potluck dinners, applaud 
school programs, and in other ways 
exercise a sense of comm uni tv.
Although thousands of one-room 
schools have disappeared from the 
landscape (or now masquerade as 
farm storage buildings, housing, and 
the occasional commercial enter­
prise), significant numbers have been 
lovingly brought back to useful lives. 
In recent years Iowan William L. 
Sherman, with the help of hundreds 
of others in every county, compiled 
an extensive record of remaining one- 
room schools in Iowa. The product, 
Iowa's Country Schools: Landmarks of
Learning, sets rural schools in histori­
cal context, considers their educa­
tional virtues and various architec­
tural styles, shows the remarkable 
adaptability of these modest struc­
tures, and recognizes the energy and 
labor that lowans have poured into 
them. Sherman believes that Iowa 
may hold the record for the most one- 
room schools still standing—by his 
count, more than 2,900.
Meanwhile, the State Historical 
Society of Iowa is funding a major 
study of town and city schools, 1846- 
1966, with inventories, intensive sur­
veys, National Register of Historic 
Places nominations, and three field 
guides. The guides will help the pub­
lic understand, appreciate, and nomi­
nate town, city, and country schools 
to the National Register.
These four photos are just a sam­
pling of the ideas and energy lowans 
have applied to that beloved and be­
leaguered structure—the country 
school. —Ginalie Swaim
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